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Documenting Secrets

She looked across the room at the old cherry wood table that had
occupied the same place in the corner of her living room for the last
forty years. Without laughing or crying she resigned to an uncharacteristic dullness and began to speak.
"I know now that I'm just any person; getting old, afraid to die,
searching for purpose, lonely once a day, sucker to a bottle of good
Scotch." Maggie sat intentionally in her most uncomfortable chair,
naked, on the verge of something. "I've never been rich, I've always
been smart, but hell, I haven't been in the right place at the right
time since the day I got my period."
She leaned over without moving her legs, which were propped
up on one of the four crowded bookshelves in the room, and picked
up the bottle of Dewar's placed strategically below her. A little stream
of sweat snuck out from the crease between one of her breasts and a
roll of fat on her stomach, and slid with gravity down the side of her
waist following a path of skin that was too old to be tickled. She filled
her glass a quarter of the way, and shot it down as if she had said
"why not" too many times. She thought oflistening to an opera loudly,
but knowing her habit of creating drama, she opted for a look at the
mail instead. There had been a heat that summer from Hell, and as
she got up to put on her bathrobe, the wood floor which was in good
need of a finish, absorbed the sweat off her feet. Maggie's bathrobe
was her favorite belonging; it was a pink silk kimono with a gold
dragon embroidered on the back, inherited from her great Aunt Lucy
whose life motto had been, "Never stand when you can sit, never sit
when you can lie down."
She unbolted the two locks which secured her from "city crazies",
and drew back the chain which she used despite a personal disbelief
that the damn thing really did anything anyway; she opened the door
wide enough to lean into the hall and pick her mail up off the ground.
Aware of the hum of silence down the long corridor, she slammed
shut the door and quickly went to the stereo to pick out an album .
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Some Billie Holiday was out, so she put it on and sat down to look
over her mail: A new magazine subscription she had picked up last
month, the New York Times Book Review, some flyers advertising
bonus days at various glamorized dimestores across "Chicagoland",
and a letter marked with a red stamp that read "Return to Sender",
accompanied by a little hand with one of its fingers pointing across
the envelope and out somewhere, in this case her Lincoln Park apartment which she liked to refer to as a "flat". She looked at the address
written in her own writing, "Helen Burgess, 312 Carpenter's Ridge
Rd., Cincinnati, Oh. 45215." She lifted her Scotch to her mouth and
stopped for a moment to notice a black speck frozen in the ice. Ignoring
it, she took a sip, and dropped the rest of the mail on the floor,
holding only the returned letter.
Maggie hummed a bar with Billie, and then leaned back letting
her kimono drop open. She thought of another song, and sang the
appropriate line, "Return to Sender" and then started fanning her neck
with the long stiff envelope. She had always liked Elvis.
It was a thick dirty city heat in its best August prime. She looked
into her glass; the black speck had melted free of the ice cube and
now floated on the top. Tilting the glass, she stuck her finger in to
fish it out. After missing twice, a current of Scotch sent the speck
against the glass, and enabled Maggie to slide it up along the side.
Feeling clever, she flicked it off somewhere to join its brother matter
on the floor. Pleased by the factor of human dominance over tiny black
specks, she finished her drink and considered the returned letter.
"Face it", she said looking at the empty glass, "The old girl's
probably dead." Maggie didn't read obituaries. She instead believed
in classes at local universities and ethnic food. Her thoughts vanished
back to last Wednesday when she had gone to class despite the heat
and hangover from Tuesday night Bridge. She was taking a course in
British film at the University of Chicago, and despite the diversity of
students in the classroom, she was the only one, save the professor,
with grey hair. She hated the way he singled her out in front of the
class, saying ego-stuffing, sometimes patronizing things like, "Of
course none of you would remember the original days of Hitchcock
Technicolor would they Maggie?", gloating over the advantage of age,
as if the class was there simply for the benefit of giving him superiority.
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And for what? Being born in an earlier era? She hated Hitchcock
anyway; thought him possessed by the male penis, and secretly in love
with Cary Grant. She got up to get some more ice. Holding the freezer
door open for a moment, Maggie lifted up her long hair to cool off
her neck.
"Don't you think you should cut your hair Maggie Mae?", her
friend Corrin had said between bidding and lighting up a cirarette.
"Don't you think you should stop smoking; you know they're
banning it in some states, Corrin", Maggie snapped back.
"Don't you think you both should shut up and play Bridge?"
Emily had scolded over her glasses. She hated to talk while they were
playing. The four ladies had been meeting together for Bridge since
college, Tuesday nights, from six o'clock to midnight, including dinner
and drinks. Winn's husband had just died and she didn't speak much,
other than to tell second hand tales about her grandchildren in Arizona.
"I have the whole thing on video tape. From the moment the
little muffin poked her face into her first birthday cake, to her graduation last June, from High School; cum laude you know."
"Yes, Winn", Maggie poo-pooed .
"And it's all because of that wonderful new procedure of transferring film, home movies you know, on to video tape. "
"Winnie, if you don't shut up, I'm going to stuff a sock in your
mouth. Bid!", said like anyone who has tried to create order for too
long, and has received little success . Emily's husband had left her
years ago for a career in the saxophone, and had forced her to be both
mother and father to four disrespectful children, all visciously fond of
jazz.
Corrin spoke up. "I just can't get over these new movie cameras
that can pick up sound. I mean, if they had had a machine like that
when we were young, the world would have a concept of what life
was like without the boob tube and Rock and Roll." .
"Don't be stupid Corrin; then they would have been children of ·
the Eighties in the Thirties. We didn't have video to document our
everything. It wasn't a part of us. We relied on our minds for memory.
A little Mystery was good then. Virginity was good then. Secrets.
There aren't any secrets these days. Just abortion and teenage alcoholism. Too old too fast ." Emily had given up her battle for group
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concentration on the game. She looked up over her glasses to see who
would lash back. They were a fiery bunch of opinionated women; a
perfect lot for evening Bridge.
"Are you saying that's bad?" Maggie lit up. "I mean if Ed and
I hadn't gone against what our era said was right and lived together
for those two years, we never would have known we weren't right for
each other. We probably would have gotten married, right out of
college, and started a family. I feel much better knowing I didn't have
to put a few kids through a divorce. Sorry Emily."
They were silent for a moment, eyes jetting to Emily who shrugged her shoulders faintly and looked at her cards.
There was a skip in the record; Billie was stuck on ""Bless the"
of "God bless the Child". Maggie got up to fix it, and then returned
to her perch, completely caught in the unbelievable limitations of her
best friends' brains. Although she felt comfort in the consistency of
their bridge games and afternoon phone calls, Maggie's views had
always transcended their loyalty toward their era.
"We lived in an age of mind games, my dears. Not mystery in
its romantic sense", Maggie continued. "For instance, in my Film
class, the students talk openly about 'farting, and fucking and shitting."' She smiled and sorted a few cards.
"Oh Maggie, hush!", Winn said.
"Well, everybody does all of the above. I don't see why we have
to talk about ourselves as if we all have lilly-white fannies that smell
like powder and are wrapped in velvet bows imported from France. I
like the youth of today. They're honest."
"Well, I'll tell you what I can't stand", Winn said. "You know
how Lydia and the children are staying with me for a few weeks while
we take care of Sam's affairs and all? Well, I swear, they all think I'm
going to drop off too. Everytime I open my mouth, Lydia's asking
me to tell about the old days so she can video tape it. She's got the
kids asking me to tell them stories about my house on the farm down
in Morris, and University of Illinois in the Thirties, my early days
with Sam before Lydia was born ... and then I start talking and I look
up and there's Lydia with that darn machine, taping every word I say.
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Get the old girl down on tape before she drops dead. It's flattering,
but I've had enough. There's too many stories, and once I tell one, I
feel like I ought to tell another that's more important. But the truth
is, there's just not that much to it when it's coming out of my mouth.
That machine can't go back and film my past. The darndest thing is
that Lydia's got no tact. I take a bite of pork roast at the dining room
table, and look up, and there she is with that black box, getting it
on film. Like everything I do is so cute; this whole get it all on film
so the great grandchildren can see what dear old dead grandma Winnie
looked like eating pork roast ... it's silly."
"I can see what they're trying to do though, Winn", Corrin
responded. "It's a marvelous thing to be able to record a person talking
and moving ... closest thing to real life and all, but there's a point
where the whole thing goes too far."
"I agree", Emily said, "and nobody acts themselves. My youngest
grandchild Bill, is seventeen years old and all he can do when his
mother turns on the video camera, is cross his eyes and stick out his
tongue. Sometimes he throws in a few opera-type notes or he'll mock
a seizure or something as a joke, but it's not him on tape; just Billy
looking stupid. I swear, if a colony of Martians ever take over the
world and get a hold of everyone's home videos, all they're going to
see is crazy people. A civilization of mental retards. Two hearts."
"Well, I think it's a mind bursting break through." Maggie
opened her eyes wide. "To think that we can actually document reality
so closely, so precisely; it's almost too good. I love it. But I don't
have children to chase me around and film everything I do either",
she paused. " ... I bought one last week ... a Camcorder. I make videos
of myself for the world to have when I go." Maggie had never married,
and had only one relative still alive ... a step sister in Massachusetts.
So that's what Maggie had been doing all morning long. Making
videos for the world to have.
The heat had been too bad to go to class. And it had gone so
well, taking long shots of herself in different outfits she had saved
from different eras, telling stories ... that she even thought she'd miss
Bridge for the first time in years.
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And then she had made the mistake of switching on the television
co catch the noon news.
"This is Brad Jenner with Channel Nine News. Sales in the video
recorder market have risen drastically in the past few years. In face,
over thirty-five million have been sold in America since last Christmas.
But the question we ask ourselves, as we carefully cape our families
together over the holidays, or our daughter's first gymnastics tournament, is does chis video machine, master keeper of memories, really
work, or is there a flaw in its seeming perfection? John Belling is here
with us chis afternoon to cell us some sad news about the nature of
our video world. John."
A skinny man in a brown Ronald Reagan Suit appeared on the
screen. "Well Brad, we at Cannard and Lowell Laboratories have found
after much testing, chat video tape does not keep. The brilliant and
realistic color that we get from our Camcorders and such, will fade,
and eventually be nonfunctional."
"And how long do you estimate video tape actually lasts, John?"
"Well, Brad, I'd say, not over fifty years."
Maggie stood up abruptly, and switched the station.
"Scientists have found chat the AIDS virus is smaller than the
fibers of a condom ... "
That was when she turned off the television, and cook off her
cloches, and seated herself in her most uncomfortable chair with a
bottle of Scotch.
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